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S. Prakash Datta (1920–2010)Professor Satya Prakash Datta, the founding Managing Editor of
FEBS letters, died peacefully at his home in Chiswick on 12th May a
few days after he had celebrated his 90th birthday in ﬁne style
with a group of family and friends.
The son of a Scottishmother and Indian father, hewas born inCul-
cutta in1920 and receivedmuch of his schooling inGenevawhere his
father was the Indian High Commissioner to The League of Nations.
Prakash read ﬁrst Chemistry at University College London (UCL)
and then Medicine at University College Hospital Medical School in
the early 1940s. Following this, he joined the academic staff of the
Department of Biochemistry at UCL, becoming Professor of Medical
Biochemistry in 1966 and acted as Head of the Biochemistry
Department during 1969–1970. He subsequently had important
roles in UCL as Dean of the Faculty of Medical Sciences (now Life
Sciences) and as Vice-Provost between 1973 and 1978.
That FEBS has become a very successful organisation is in no
small measure due to his foresight and continuous good manage-
ment. At its founding in 1964, Datta became the ﬁrst Treasurer, a
post he held without a break until 1990. His vision was that in
order to be efﬁcient and independent, FEBS needed a sound stream
of income. When it was proposed that FEBS take over the long-doi:10.1016/j.febslet.2010.07.051established German journal Biochemisches Zeitschrift as an Eng-
lish-language ‘European Journal of Biochemistry’, he insisted that
the copyright in (that is ownership of) the journal be vested in
FEBS. Springer Verlag, the then copyright owners and with the sup-
port of its then Managing Editor, Theodore Bücher, agreed. Thus
the commitment of FEBS in recruiting editorial board members
and the success of the Journal would provide ﬁnancial beneﬁt to
FEBS which Datta and his fellow founders were negotiating (suc-
cessfully) to become a non-proﬁt charity, which would then return
any ﬁnancial beneﬁt to FEBS members.
The FEBS Executive Committee driven byW.J. (Bill) Whelan pro-
posed to ﬁll a gap in the publications market to compete for a rapid
publication ‘‘letters” journal and, although the traditionalists op-
posed this, supported by Hans Krebs and Fred Sanger, they assem-
bled an impressive editorial board. Datta became the founding
Managing Editor of FEBS Letters, a project he nursed to great suc-
cess between its establishment in 1968 and his retirement from
the post in 1985. The copyright owners were, of course, FEBS. A
clear theme in his editorship of FEBS Letters was a commitment
to publish biochemical discoveries with relevance to medicine. In
this espousal of what is now called ‘Translational Research’ as in
most intellectual pursuits, Prakash was ahead of the game and re-
mained so to the end. The scientiﬁc and commercial success of
FEBS letters was recognized by the endowment by Elsevier Science
Publishers in 1986 of the Datta Medal and Plenary Lectureship at a
FEBS Congress to be awarded for outstanding achievement in the
ﬁeld of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology.
Whelan says in his essay on the founding of FEBS [pp. 1–12, H.
Feldmann, ‘‘Forty Years of FEBS – a memoir (2004), Blackwell Pub-
lishing] that Datta’s ‘‘insatiable energy and enthusiasm have been
responsible more than any other single factor or person for the out-
standing success of FEBS” and that this is ‘‘the result of Datta’s as-
tute management and the way in which his engaging personality
[made] friends of everybody”.
Prakash was held in great affection by a very wide spectrum of
colleagues across the European area and he is remembered for al-
ways being supportive of, and generous to, younger colleagues: a
theme, which still deﬁnes the aims of FEBS today. On leaving ofﬁce
as Treasurer he was appointed a Life Member of FEBS Executive
Committee by the 29th Council in Rome on July 5th 1989.
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